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Election Eve , a book of one hundred c-print color photographs by William 
Eggleston with a preface by Lloyd Fonvielle, was published by Caldecot 
Chubb, New York, in October of 1977. The photographs, measuring 10" x 
15", were mounted using 3M Type 567 adhesive on 16" x 22" pages of 
Rives BFK paper, case-bound into two volumes of fifty prints each by 
Moroquain, New York, and boxed. The binding design and typography are 
by Katy Homans, Boston, Massachusetts. The type, Monotype Van Dijck, 
was set and printed by Michael & Winifred Bixler, Boston. Stephen Harvard 
made the map of Sumter County. The photographs were printed on 
KODAK Ektacolor RC3 7 paper by Dimension Color Labs, New York, 
under the supervision of William Eggleston. 

Election Eve was published in a signed edition of five numbered copies 
and two lettered artist’s proofs. 
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in an edition of 2000. The exhibition and catalogue are organized by Chief Curator fane Living¬ 
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type, Monotype Van Dijck, was set and printed by Michael & Winifred Bixler. The color plates 
are by Acme Printing Company, Inc., Medford. Catalogue copyright © 1977 The Corcoran 
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William Eggleston’s photographs, innocent on their 
face, have created a schism in the world of photography. Fol¬ 
lowing the presentation at New York’s Museum of Modern Art 
of an exhibition of 75 dye-transfer color photographs taken in 
and around Eggleston’s native city of Memphis, Tennessee and 
in Mississippi, a series of reviews and critiques appeared whose 
tone was uniformly querulous, in some cases aroused and in one 
instance indignant. Something about the photographs’ para¬ 
doxic combination of brutal directness, their willingness to 
present the reality of things not only unflinchingly but perhaps 
a little perversely, together with what John Szarkowski in his 
accompanying catalogue essay terms Eggleston’s Romanti¬ 
cism,’ seems to have uncapped stores of discomfiture about 
color photography in general, and not only of Eggleston’s 
variety. Szarkowski, it should be said, qualifies his characteriza¬ 
tion of the essentially romantic nature of the photographer’s 
style, separating him from the earlier generation of romantic 
photographers, who adopted c large public issues, social or phil¬ 
osophical, for private artistic ends ... expressed in a style heavy 
with special effects: glints and shadows, dramatic simplicities, 
familiar symbols, and idiosyncratic technique. In Eggleston’s 
work these characteristics are reversed, and we see uncompro¬ 
misingly private experience described in a manner that is re¬ 


strained, austere, and public, a style not inappropriate for 
photographs that might be introduced as evidence in court.’ 1 

The works shown in that exhibition were made between 
1969 and 1972, and they ranged over a broad gamut of subjects, 
compositional techniques, and chromatic moods. There were 
portraits, landscapes and interiors, still lifes and street scenes. 
At one end of the spectrum were images lushly alluring as ab¬ 
stract color compositions; at the other, images whose bleakness 
of tonality and opacity of subject made them unevocative to the 
point of being altogether indecipherable. The exhibition was a 
stunning experience, though in a way that caught one a little 
unawares, more as though one were slightly anesthetized than 
bludgeoned. 

Now we have a group of photographs taken within three 
weeks and in a much more restricted geographic locale. It is 
therefore all the more remarkable that the 100 images in this 
picture book called Election Eve , shot in and around Plains, in 
Sumter County, Georgia, show nearly as much variousness as 
the previous body of work. They do not quite attain the ex¬ 
treme irregularity either of style or subject; this book, this 
exhibition, holds together as a single series and is clearly con¬ 
ceived as a project. Nevertheless, here we are once again 
stunned, albeit subtly and cumulatively, by the photographer’s 


now seemingly direct yet really oblique, always unexpected, 
and hard view of things. We see the innate dignity of the place 
photographed; we see also its provisional character, the rural 
thoughtless atmosphere of roadside establishments, as well as 
the self-consciously beautiful old houses in the town; the 
clogged, verdant growth, everywhere the red of the Georgia 
clay and the green of the vines and evergreen trees; the mauves 
of weathered wood, the immaculate grey and blue and white 
skies. Eggleston’s vision seems to equate the manmade to the 
natural so that telephone poles, silos, tractors become inter¬ 
changeable with the kudzu and the red puddled earth. The un¬ 
sentimental candor with which he sees this landscape is tem¬ 
pered by an obvious understanding of the subject, as though 
he were both in it and its observer. It is impossible to imagine 
that these photographs could have been taken by an alien 
visitor to the country; on the other hand, Eggleston demon¬ 
strates more and more the professional distance that he, as an 
artist, must maintain in relation both to his technique and to 
his subject matter. The deliberateness, the canniness of the 
juxtapositions and angles, most of which also seem random and 
artless, betray the long experience behind the lens; but a fresh¬ 
ness, if not of love at least of genuine obsession, keeps the pho¬ 
tographs from ever seeming contrived or mechanical. Perhaps 
it is a continuous element of surprise in so many of the images— 
their often being indecipherable to the academic eye—that 
makes them at once so riveting and so disturbing. 

Eggleston has a by now recognizable palette—or a reper¬ 
tory of several color predilections—that comes fully into play in 
the present group of images. A familiar combination of colors is 


red, brown, purple, and green; at another extreme is the photo¬ 
graph of the cafe interior, which employs a device typical to 
him, a strikingly intense monochromatic principle that becomes 
virtually the content of the work; the combination of rust and 
purple and light green recurs frequently; and a particular red/ 
green/light-blue/brown combination is repeated. Election Eve 
emphasizes, as earlier work has not, a multiform exploration of 
pure landscape: the winding road; broader vistas with open 
horizon lines and strong horizontal parallel elements; thick, 
dense compositions whose subject is really not landscape at all 
but pattern and poignant color; photographs whose subject is 
almost purely sky, with cloud formations, giving a sense of 
infinitude and luminosity. 

Eggleston’s mastery of color, coexisting with his acute 
photographic sensibility, justifies the medium. He is a genuine 
innovator. After him color photography will not be what it was 
before. In his hands the medium is more than a means for illus¬ 
tration, more than a decorative vehicle. Neither the sentimental 
nor the merely opulent is admitted in Eggleston’s camera eye; 
rather, a series of complex yet straightforward glimpses of as¬ 
pects of our real world, given in all their multi-colored strange¬ 
ness, are offered up for scrutiny. It is nearly as difficult to like, 
or even fully to understand, these deceptively plain photo¬ 
graphs as it is fully to embrace reality itself. 

Jane Livingston 


I. John Szarkowski, JVilliam Eggleston's Guide , New York 
The Museum of Modern Art, 1976, p. 11. 











PREFACE FROM 
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William Eggleston made these photographs in and 
around Plains, Georgia—and along the route of his journey there 
from Mississippi—on the eve of the 1976 Presidential election. 

It might seem obvious why a young photographer who had 
spent most of his working life recording aspects of the South 
should make a pilgrimage to Plains in late October of 1976. 
Whether it succeeded or not, Carter’s bid for the Presidency, 
directed largely from his hometown in Sumter County, prom¬ 
ised to be a kind of hinge in modern Southern history—at once 
a confirmation and a harbinger of change. 

But in fact Eggleston’s intentions, in so far as they can be 
read, and the images he actually brought back from Plains are 
anything but obvious. The photographs have a quietude and 
unsentimental romanticism, as well as an edge of poignance, 
which belie the expectations of hopefulness or portentousness 
suggested by a knowledge of the time and place in which they 
were made. On the eve of the election, when nothing had yet 
been decided, when everything—whatever that everything 
was—hung in the balance, Eggleston made an elegy ... a 
statement of perfect calm. 

To say, however, that these photographs are romantic, 
sorrowful and quiet is not to imply that they are easy or in any 
sense comforting. They are richer and more sensual in some 
ways than Eggleston’s other work, but they are not less pene¬ 
trating or unsettling. In them Eggleston seems bent, as always, 
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on recording those unremarked units of spatial perception by 
which the everyday world is unconsciously ordered. 

He resembles in that ambition a very young child, who 
also wants to know where the hidden forces of the world collect, 
what spaces are thereby forgotten or specially confirmed. 
Eggleston’s photographs of vacant, deserted roads, for example, 
record lively and dense spaces, full of phantoms of memory and 
potential, exactly like the empty stage in some ballets after the 
curtain has risen, before the dancers enter ... or like the 
baseball diamond between innings. 

Eggleston, as you can see by the place names attached to 
these images, began taking photographs for his ‘Plains Essay’ 
even before he left his home in Memphis. And when he got to 
Sumter County, Georgia, he circled its most famous city warily, 
photographing the outlying countryside and the nearby fields 
and villages. His reluctance to zero in too hastily on Carter’s 
hometown was an indication, partly, of his purposes in making 
this series of images. 

He wanted to record Plains in the true context of its life as 
a Southern town: as a tiny waystation on roads leading to other, 
more vital places ... as the hub of a very small agricultural 
wheel. And this he has done—as no other ‘outside’ observer of 
Plains has, quite. These photographs show us a place strikingly 
different from the one whose image was so carefully edited and 
construed for us by the media. 









And of course Eggleston has given us a portrait of Plains as 
it will never be again, as even its residents may no longer be 
able to see it. Plains is now a juncture of history, an attraction, a 
symbol. The mundane, prosaic places recorded here—and re¬ 
vealed as extraordinary in the frank gaze of Eggleston’s camera 
—will not entirely disappear overnight. But they will be lost to 
us all the same, in time, because of what we will look for in 
Plains now. Only children, and older residents in memory, will 
have unstrained access to Plains as it appears here. 

Perhaps one should make no other claims for these images, 
although one could. The straightforward, subtle brilliance of 
Eggleston’s eye, his sensitivity to effects of light and color, is 
often astonishing. His craft is so refined and his images so con¬ 
vincing that his art disappears behind the apparent neutrality 
of these Objective’ photographic records. No one should be de¬ 
ceived by the simplicity or seemingly arbitrary nature of 
Eggleston’s pictures. They do not only record existing places 
and things, but also the photographer’s process of thought— 


his style of consciousness and perception, his habits of organ¬ 
izing the physical spaces of his world. 

The images are the printed tickets for a journey Eggleston 
took in October of 1976—a journey whose progression was 
interior, emotional and intellectual, and whose precise itinerary 
is recorded in these pages. It would seem the simplest of things 
for others to retrace his steps—but in fact concentration of the 
most intense and exacting sort is required, as you will see. 

The images in Election Eve were selected from a slightly larger 
group by the photographer and by Caldecot Chubb, who con¬ 
ceived and published these volumes. The photographs have 
been ordered for viewing in sequence, though the final arrange¬ 
ment is not meant to reconstruct Eggleston’s aims in making 
this largely intuitive sketchbook portrait of a particular, 
suggestively charged geography. 


Lloyd Fonvielle 
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37 - peanut fields near Friendship 
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LIST OF PHOTOGRAPHS 
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The exhibition consists of ioo type-c photographs, image size io" x 15" or the reverse. 


1. near Hernando, Mississippi 

26. south of Plains 

31. Smithville 

76. high school, Plains 

2. Mississippi 

27 . Sumter 

32. old jail, Smithville 

77. Americus 

3. between Plains and Friendship 

28. south edge of Plains 

33. Smithville 

78. Andersonville 

4. Mississippi 

29 . Mississippi 

34. Americas 

7g. castor bean plant, Americus 

5 . Sumter 

30. Montezuma 

33. old jail, Smithville 

80. Plains 

6. Mississippi 

31. Mississippi 

36. Plains 

81. Plains 

7 . Sumter 

32. Sumter 

37. railroad depot, Plains 

82. Plains 

8. Mississippi 

33. behind Main St., Montezuma 

38. Americas 

83. Plains 

g. Sumter 

34. Plains 

3g. Snak Shak, Montezuma 

84. Andersonville 

10. vicinity of Plains 

33. near Andersonville 

60. off Main Street, Plains 

83. Plains 

11. Smithville 

36. Main Street, Plains 

61. Mississippi 

86. Plains 

12. Sumter 

37. peanut fields near Friendship 

62. Mississippi 

87. Memphis 

13. facing North, edge of Plains 

38. Sumter 

63. bank parking lot, Plains 

88. Lutheran Church, Plains 

14. between Plains and Friendship 

3g. behind Main Street, Montezuma 

64. Americas 

8g. Negro Church, Plains 

13. Plains 

40. Mississippi 

63. Americas 

go. Lutheran Church, Plains 

16. near Friendship 

41. Montezuma 

66. Americas 

gi. Baptist Church, Plains 

17. near Montezuma 

42. on the Americus-Plains road 

67. outskirts of Americus 

g2. Baptist Church, Plains 

18. vicinity of Plains 

43. Mississippi 

68. Plains 

g3. Plains 

ig. Sumter 

44. Mississippi 

6g. peanut processing plant, Plains 

g4. Negro Church, Plains 

20. Sumter 

43. Montezuma 

70. peanut processing plant, Plains 

g3. near Friendship 

21. south of Plains 

46. Mississippi 

71. Main Street, facing East, Plains 

g6. south of Americus 

22. Plains 

47. at the Best Western Motel, Americas 

72. Andersonville 

g7. near Americus 

23. Sumter 

48. south edge of Plains 

73. Plains 

g8. near Americus 

24. side yard, unkempt house, Plains 

4g. south edge of Plains 

74. Plains 

gg. near Americus 

23. near Americas 

30. Americas 

73. near elementary school, Plains 

100. Andersonville 
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Born Memphis, Tennessee, 1939. ★ Lived Sumner, Mississippi, 1939- 
1960. ★ Attended Webb School, Bellbuckle, Tennessee, 1954-57. ★ 
Attended Vanderbilt University, Nashville, Tennessee; Delta State 
College, Cleveland, Mississippi; University of Mississippi, Oxford, 
Mississippi. ★ Began photographing, 1957. ★ Began working almost 
exclusively in color, 1966. ★ Lecturer in Visual and Environmental 
Studies, Harvard College, Cambridge, Massachusetts, 1974. ★ Received 
John Simon Guggenheim Fellowship, 1974. ★ Received Individual Fel¬ 
lowship in Photography, National Endowment for the Arts, 1975. ★ 
Lives Memphis, Tennessee. 
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